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GPO Hotel 
 
 
It use to be a place to post and collect letters, send telegrams, make 
telephone calls and pick up social security payments. While still a place of 
exchange, Brisbane’s Fortitude Valley Post Office has recently become the 
signature site for the GPO Hotel; an eclectic mix of restaurant, bars and 
corporate entertainment venues.   
 
Like many buildings of its type, the Fortitude Valley Post Office played an 
essential role in the community through its provision of postal and 
telecommunication services. Occupying a prime position on the corner of Ann 
and Ballow Streets, the two-storey building is also of significance 
architecturally. Built in 1887 by William Ferguson, it was one of only ten 
substantial Queensland post offices designed in the Victorian Italianate style.  
Its listing on the Queensland Heritage Register is indicative of its architectural 
and social value and of the challenge and responsibility facing Paul Hecker, 
the principle interior designer from Hecker Phelan.   
 
The contribution of the GPO Hotel to the cityscape is most noticeable at night 
while walking or driving past. Scarlet red light spilling from the interior through 
window and door openings creates the impression of a place that is raw, 
pulsating, provocative, yet at the same time, inviting and reassuring. This 
paradox, which typifies the design generally, is tempered through an astutely 
controlled interplay of interior design elements and exterior architecture. The 
building’s original mouldings, motifs and cast masonry embellishments used 
to define windows, doorways, parapets and pediments have been preserved 
along with the open verandas and their cast iron columns and railings. 
Unfortunately, the original mansard roofs were removed in one of the many 
renovations and extensions undertaken over the years. Signage using classic 
mailbox red complements in a simple and contemporary way the red accent 
elements of the interior providing seamless continuity between inside and 
outside. It is also a very effective semiotic reference to the historic use of the 
building. As was the initial intention, the building exudes a presence that is an 
interesting mix of confidence as well as exuberance.  
The GPO Hotel comprises two bars that are accommodated in the 1887 
section of the building, a restaurant and function room located in a renovated 
two storeyed brick extension constructed in 1970, and a wine cellar and 
gaming room situated in a new purpose built building flanking the Ann Street 
end of the original building.  
 
Entry to the ground floor GPO Bar is via one of several doors opening off the 
perimeter arcades that meet at the very prominent corner vestibule with its red 
impregnated windowpanes. The vestibule has been effectively employed to 
herald movement into and out of the main bar area with its impressive four 
metre high ceilings.  Previously housing the main postal and telegraph 
services, the space is now punctuated by several unashamedly large pendant 
lights that hang over and give definition to the central rectilinear chocolate 
coloured marble bar. At night the red cloth pleating of the shades and the red 
plasma screens conspire to create a vibrant and evocative atmosphere. The 
over scaled light fittings and commissioned artworks by David Band enhance 
the volume of the space giving it a quality that invites interaction and 
exploration. The appropriation of the room is further facilitated by the very 
generous open mosaic tiled floor space around the bar and moveable brown 
leather and chrome stools that can be used at the bar or the timber table slabs 
situated near the perimeter walls and windows. Breakout and intermediate 
spaces are provided by the arcades, which are casually scattered with 
lightweight aluminium chairs and tables. The quirky shape of the Italian 
designed chairs is reminiscent in a highly abstract way of parts of the Victorian 
balloon back chair and the late Victorian Italianate parlour chair. Despite their 
reference, they invite an informality well suiting the Queensland life style.  
 
If the GPO bar is too noisy then a more intimate and relaxed experience 
awaits upstairs in the Code cocktail bar, originally the postmaster’s living 
quarters. Here, the designer has elected to soften the sculptural fabric of the 
building through the use of mocha cream walls, thick brown and cream striped 
carpet, shimmering red imported Italian curtains in the corner alcoves which 
can be used as private dining rooms, unobtrusive overhead lighting and a 
range of seating including retro white leather loungers and divans, and red 
upholstered banquettes and ottomans. The painted cedar French doors 
opening onto verandas have been retained, as have the ceilings and soffits 
lined with beaded tongue and groove boarding. 
 
For large functions, there is the adjoining multi-purpose ‘740’ room with its 
plush charcoal carpet, off-white walls and huge floor to ceiling windows.  An 
unusual requirement of the client Milan Property was to be able to use the 
function room to launch new release Italian cars.  The response is an end 
window panel that opens to allow a car to be hoisted one storey from the 
street into the room and onto the timber floor normally concealed beneath a 
removable carpet section.   
 
Under the function room next to the GPO bar is the Telegraph restaurant. As 
with the other spaces, the ninety-seat restaurant continues the use of a 
neutral palette with red accents. In this case, red is provided through the 
carpet of a similar design to that in the Code bar. It forms a solid and 
reassuring base for the white marble bar, white walls, white starched linen and 
delicate lithographs of David Band.  
 
If a more informal snack is in order, then the alternative is the GPO Cellar 
located on the other side of the GPO bar. The cellar and the gaming room 
located at the rear are housed in a black box extension clad externally with 
timber boarding. At the front, industrial sliding doors open on to steps which 
double as casual seating abutting the Ann Street footpath.  Inside the walls 
are lined with boutique wines that can be sampled by the glass while sitting at 
the bar or on low stools around tables in the middle of the room. 
 
The GPO Hotel offers a wide range of entertainment options achieved via a 
very practical, sensitive and elegant interpretation of the original Fortitude 
Valley Post Office site.  While the designer could be criticised for his failure to 
use local furniture and furnishings, there is no denying the appropriateness of 
the design in addressing not only the climate and culture of Queensland but 
also the client’s brief to offer Brisbane’s night club and corporate function 
scene something different; something contemporary yet at the same time 
classically enduring. 
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